The Ottoman Cuisine by unknown
MT he palace cuisine of the Ottomans, as with all great imperial cuisines, was a refined synthesis of the cuisines of all the different 
cultures of the empire. The 
products of this cuisine were not 
confined within the palace walls. 
One could easily come across 
imperial dishes in the elegant 
homes of all high-ranking state 
officials of diverse origins. The 
Albanians with their specially
cooked liver, the Circassians with 
their chicken prepared with 
ground wallnut, and the Arabs with 
their kaboobs all converged 
on the royal palace for the 
creation of a haute cuisine 
supplemented by minor local 
kitchens.
The kernel of this synthesis, 
though, was undoubtedly the 
cuisine of the Turks, who, 
themselves, were the kernel of the
empire. The Turkish cuisine, 
however, had long been under the 
influence of the Islamic.
So if today, despite all the rich 
variety of dishes the Turkish 
cuisine affords, it is still “şiş kebab" 
that is generally regarded as the 
most typical abroad; this is mainly 
due to our failure to promote our 
own cultural haritage. ' 
Nevertheless, it cannot be denied 
that this kebab has Turkish
characteristics. The English 
gastronome Claudia Roden, who, 
herself, is of Middle Eastern origin, 
writes in her Book of Middle East 
Food that şiş kebab originated in 
the army camps of the Ottomans. 
She suggests that the troops, 
obliged to live in tents, far from 
civilisation, invented this delicious 
kebab while sitting around their 
camp fires, cooking.
In the matter of Islamic influences,
we can say that Islam is a religion 
with a puritan aversion to waste in 
any form. And because of this, 
there arose the conviction that all 
the ‘blessings’ of God should be 
made use of. So, not just the meat, 
but the feet, tripe, liver, head and 
all other offal of the animal have 
been turned into staple in a wide 
variety of dishes!... Another feature 
that can be ascribed to Islam is 
the absence of alcohol in any form 
in the preparation of food.
One could easily come 
across imperial dishes 
in the elegant homes of 
all high-ranking state 
officials.
While the Turks, Arabs, Greeks, 
Bulgarians, Albanians and other 
peoples who lived side by side in 
the Ottoman Empire, each had 
their local cuisines, the haute 
cuisine of the Ottoman palace 
followed its own independent line 
of development, which, basically, 
was not much different from other 
such haute cuisines.
The first and possibly the most 
important point about the Ottoman 
cuisine was that it wouldn’t be
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content with local produce, 
whether fruit, vegetables or meat. 
So, in recipes of Ottoman dishes 
one may frequently come across 
such instructions as”... take the 
best Egyptian rice and fry it in Urfa 
butter, then take Austrian barley...”, 
giving rise to what might be 
regarded as revolution in flavour.
The wide variety in the ingredients 
was enhanced by the rich 
diversity of herbs and spices. It is 
highly significant that in spite 
of the great advance in transport 
and communications —  and apart 
from red and black pepper —  few 
spices are used in the 
contemporary Turkish cuisine.At 
a time far less fortunate in this 
respect, a wealth of flavors 
beyond description could be 
created by the Ottomans!
Finally, in the Ottoman cuisine (in 
contrast with common kitchens) a 
phenomenon of cultural 
sophistication had been cultivated: 
that of the integration in the dish of
salt and sweeteners in 
harmonious proportion! This 
specialty, which can, in the North, 
particularly in the Scandinavian 
countries, be attributed to high 
calorific requirements, in the 
milder climates of the South is the 
most certain indication of nobility 
in taste. The Ottomans, perhaps 
with the influence of the “polo"s of 
the Iranian cuisine, have 
developed their unique synthesis, 
and one fine example of this, "ig 
pilav", like the last of the 
dinosaurs, still graces our tables 
today.
The transition for the Turks from a 
nomadic life style dominated by 
animal husbandry to a settled 
existence was no doubt difficult. 
One of the legacies of nomadic 
life was the great dependence on 
meat and dairy products. With their 
gradual adaptation to a settled life 
style —  which took close to 
six centuries —  the Ottomans 
consumed more and more of 
vegetables and fruits.
Nevertheless, and despite the 
seas around Anatolia, richly 
endowed with fish, the 
consumption of sea produce was 
confined almost entirely to the 
Ottoman haute cuisine. Professor 
Süheyl Ünver, in his book about 
the cuisine of the reign of Sultan 
Mehmet the Conqueror, records it 
that in the month of Şaban, 1473, 
the palace kitchens were supplied 
with 116 okkas (1 okka= 1,286 
grams) of oysters, 87 okkas of 
shrimps, and 400 fish.
As with other civilisations, the 
Ottomans were not content with 
merely transforming their cooking 
into a form of art, they also 
surrounded it with ceremony and 
symbolism. It would be an act of 
serious negligence not to give an 
example of the pageantry that 
accompanied the culinary art of 
the Ottomans.
In his book on the Tulip Era 
(eatly 17th Century), Ahmet Refik 
writes: “At the banquets given by
38
Ibrahim Pasha for ambassadors 
and other high officials, 
ceremony could not be found 
lacking. Chambers with full view 
of the blue waters of the 
Bosphorus would be adorned 
with fruit and flowers. In the 
chamber where the ambassador 
was to be received, ceremonial 
swords would be hung on pillars 
and daggers bedecked with 
jewels placed on cushions. The 
Palace Aghas wore their moire 
caftans and had their yataghans
adorned with precious gems 
showing from under these. When 
the banquet was for the Sultan, 
the Grand Vizier would receive 
him at the gates. At banquets for 
the ambassadors, the Grand 
Viziers would make spectacular 
entries Into the halls. Everyone 
present would rise to their feet 
and the Agha of the Salutations 
would announce the greeting. 
Music would be played 
throughout the meal. The group 
of musicians consisted usually of
13 singers, 8 ney (reed flute) 
players, 4 tambur (a kind of lute) 
players, 2 dulcimer players, 3 
violonists, 1 whistle player, 2 nefir 
(horn) players, 1 genk (harp) 
player, and 2 miskali (panpipes) 
players. There were times this 
group would total 60 musicians! 
When the banquet came to an 
end, all the guests— and 
sometimes even the ceremonial 
guards outside— would be 
presented with valuable sable or 
ermine furs, and khelauts (robes 
of honor). As the statesmen 
donned their fur coats, the 
sergeants would be given the 
signal to break into applause. 
Often the Grand Vizier and his 
guest of honor would shoot 
arrows towards the sea,— an 
indication of the passion Turks 
have to excell in military skills 
and shooting. After the meal, 
guests would be entertained with 
puppet shows or conjurers’ tricks 
or perhaps a dancing display by 
male kogeks.
The best known of Divan poets, 
Nedim, has written, “Courtesy 
excells in you and turns into 
beauty and strength". It is 
obvious that the Ottomans not 
only excelled in courtesy but also 
in the culinary arts, an integral 
part of their cultural 
sophistication.
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